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Part I



CHAPTER 1

THE JOB

Organization: Hollywood Family

Location: Los Angeles, CA

Description: Entertainment family is seeking a highly qualified executive assistant who is meticulous, discreet, consistently professional, unobtrusive, warm but not overly familiar, possesses the ability to multi-task in a rapidly evolving environment, is not overly focused on personal advancement, and can respond to feedback without defensiveness. The ideal candidate understands the very dynamic nature of the household and is focused on reducing stress for the family.

Responsibilities:

• Create a daily schedule. Distribute schedule at 7 a.m. PST, and again at 6 p.m. PST (to indicate which meetings or tasks weren’t completed or need to be rescheduled). Track all incoming and outgoing schedule requests in separate file that is sent daily (at 1 p.m. PST).

• Coordinate with household staff including domestic cleaner, chef, nanny, interior designer, landscaper, contractor, and business manager. Coordinate all household and vehicular repair. Supervise tri-weekly process of cleaning and perform quality control. Liaise with representative of neighborhood patrol as needed. Document all coordination and liaising via regular internal reports.

• Assume total care of dog including: toilet, walking, scraping eye gunk (recurring issue), tracking of gastroparesis diet, tracking behavioral response to changes in diet, and anything related to overall health of dog.

• Occasional management of five-year-old child when Nanny is traveling or otherwise not available.

• Manage all travel arrangements including private aircraft, vehicles, lodging, and dining (working off list of pre-approved vendors). Create detailed itineraries (print and electronic).

• Run miscellaneous domestic errands as they arise, including but not limited to: retrieval of mail from business PO box, retrieval of luxury purchases, return of unused luxury purchases, and grocery shopping for dog.

• Documentation of all payments, invoices, and receipts.

• Manage IT crises ad hoc (candidate needs familiarity with Apple suite hardware including iPhones, iPods, iPads, iMacs, and Apple laptops).

• Organize basement storage area, and oversee reorganization of home kitchen.

• Assist generally with private dinners, soirees, and other events.

• Monitoring of Industry-related events and screenings in Los Angeles, and liaising with publicist and agents for invitations received to these events.

• Assist with parking management of household vehicles on red-flag days.

• Assist with social media creation and coordinate posting schedules across family and individual accounts.

• Assist with all gift management (documentation of received gifts, expressions of gratitude for gifts, selecting gifts for others, purchasing gifts, delivery of gifts).

• Schedule regular medical, dental, and optometry visits for all members of family.

• Bachelor’s degree a must. Also needs proficiency with Final Draft, Microsoft Outlook (preferred email vendor), and Apple iCalendar (preferred calendar vendor).

• The ideal candidate is willing to work outside of conventional hours.

Salary: $45,000.





CHAPTER 2

THE APPLICANT

The man who replied to this ad, who pursued this job, who lied in pursuit of it, and was eventually ruined by it, began his campaign with this simpering email:

FROM: raj.ladlani@gmail.com

TO: entertainmentfamily78@gmail.com

DATE: 9/28/21

SUBJECT: Job Application

This sounds like an amazing job!! I would love to be considered!! Attaching my CV and cover letter.

FROM: raj.ladlani@gmail.com

TO: entertainmentfamily78@gmail.com

DATE: 9/29/21

SUBJECT: Re: Job Application

Sorry to bother you, just wanted to check that my application materials were received? Has this job position already been filled?

FROM: raj.ladlani@gmail.com

TO: entertainmentfamily78@gmail.com

DATE: 10/1/21

SUBJECT: Re: re: Job Application

Checking in again!!

FROM: entertainmentassistant58@gmail.com

TO: entertainmentfamily78@gmail.com

DATE: 10/3/21

SUBJECT: Job Application

To Whom It May Concern,

I am attaching my cover letter and CV for consideration of this job.

Ray

FROM: entertainmentfamily78@gmail.com

TO: entertainmentassistant58@gmail.com

DATE: 10/3/21

SUBJECT: Re: Job Application

Hi Ray. We will review your application and get back to you regarding an interview, if appropriate.

Ellen

 

The man sending these emails was, for our purposes, named Raj (or sometimes Ray) Ladlani. He was thirty-one years old but said he was twenty-six. He had dark coiled hair and feline eyes and a nose that was very Mughal, which is to say long and regal. He lied as a matter of habit, sometimes for survival and sometimes for no reason at all.

The reasons for his unique nature may be apparent later. It suffices for now to say that Raj was extremely desperate, often unhinged, and sometimes pathetic. If you could have seen those feline eyes you would have sensed, above anything else, hunger. The presence of hunger in the eyes, as we all know in America, is uncouth and should be dimmed for the sake of politeness. But Raj could not dim his hunger or his sadness, which was related. He was a primitive, quivering mass of ambition who also, somehow, came off as abject and helpless. Like a wet cat, he seemed both pitiful and a little unsettling, skittering too fast all over the place. Most people who met him felt a flicker of suspicion: What did Raj want, and why did he seem to want it so badly?

FROM: entertainmentfamily78@gmail.com

TO: entertainmentassistant58@gmail.com

DATE: 10/4/21

SUBJECT: Re: re: Job Application

Hi Ray. We would like to arrange an interview. The house manager will be in touch.

The CV forwarded by Raj/Ray contained largely invented years of professional experience and a variety of personal references, obscure Hollywood figures for whom he claimed to have worked. Every phone number led back to his cell phone. The one family for whom he had actually worked—the O’Connors—were not listed on the CV, because a call to them would be disastrous for Raj.

The only truth in Raj’s CV was that he had attended USC and graduated with a passable GPA from the BA program of the School of Dramatic Arts (not the more prestigious BFA program, historically and unofficially reserved for white students until recently). Under the personal interests section of his CV, Raj listed music (Britney Spears), time with friends, hiking Griffith Park, and watching Selling Sunset. None of these were his real interests. He wanted, however, to make it clear that he was gay. He had found this was useful for people to know up front. It made him seem more disarming.

A woman with a gravelly, sober voice called his cell phone, looking for a reference on behalf of Mr. Ray Ladlani. Raj replied graciously, imitating an older woman with a Southern accent. A gifted performer, Raj was very good at voices though his support of his own candidacy was overrich:

“Raj is one of the best assistants Mr. F— has ever had. Kind, hardworking, capable, and unflustered by any circumstances,” Raj said. “He only left because Mr. F— is relocating abroad.”

And then later, in the voice of an unamused WASP from New York:

“I’m not easily impressed but Raj, who sometimes goes by Ray, was exceedingly professional, extremely polite, and obsequious in a good way. It’s now rare for under-staff to show pride in their work. And it’s hard to find people who are ingratiating in the right style and tone. Raj has all these qualities, which he says he learned in India where he worked for some of the wealthiest families in the country.”

Raj mispronounced his own name in both calls. None of the other references were called, likely because the first two were so encouraging. The rich may seem impenetrable, surrounded by the fortress of security that must come with wealth. But they are sometimes easily reached by way of their sloppiness, their assuredness in the fact that the world wants to protect them from anything uncouth.

Raj was at first unable to prepare for the interview because the family’s identity was carefully obscured. He took that as an indication of their likely fame. He searched various clues from the advertisement—the age of the child, the use of certain strange phrases like “gastroparesis,” and a sub-post on Reddit—to narrow down the possible candidates to a handful of names. This narrative won’t use any of those names now, particularly given the legal complications from what ensued, but they were all secure members of the Hollywood firmament that had been out of Raj’s reach for as long as he could remember. The names belonged to A-list actors, directors, and producers, people who traveled in a world that was very far from the apartment Raj shared in North Hollywood with two other men. Each of these A-listers was white, as is the case for ninety-nine percent of people with real power in Hollywood. They were the kind of people who would not look twice at Raj, who would stare right through him, who would expect him to step off the sidewalk if they were walking down it in the opposite direction.

At night, before the interview, Raj did what he always did: He read Vanity Fair, the book by William Makepeace Thack­eray that has since been turned into other books and also ­movies. Raj had been given this book a long time ago in India, the only place remaining in the world with a proper respect for British culture. He never tired of the book’s grinding machinations, its acerbic tone, and its pitiless view of human nature. He did not identify with Becky Sharp—the amoral “heroine” who ruthlessly manipulates her way out of poverty into wealth before plummeting back into poverty—but he did identify with Miss Amelia Sedley, the kind, purehearted woman who is trampled over and over again, which is her responsibility as a plot device and a foil to Becky.

The phrase “Vanity Fair” is taken from another book, Pilgrim’s Progress, a reference that would’ve been widely recognized in the nineteenth century but is widely irrelevant now. A “Vanity Fair,” according to Wikipedia, “is a never-ending fair held in a town called Vanity, which is representative of man’s sinful attachment to worldly things.”

Raj dreamt and dreamt of this never-ending fair. Deep down, he felt he had been excluded from life’s revelries. This was a persistent feeling; the sight of something simple—friends gathering at a café to laugh together—inflamed him, made him feel small and worthless. Raj wanted very badly to cross the gates into Vanity Fair. He wanted, simply, the bliss of pure, silly worldly attachment. He imagined specific scenes of this Fair in detail, sometimes writing elaborate dialogue, acted and produced only in his mind. And it was this combination of a vain desire for Vanity Fair and his ability to invent that led Raj Ladlani to his eventual downfall.





CHAPTER 3

THE INTERVIEW

It’s important not to form the wrong impression of Raj simply because he invented large parts of his CV, never worked as an executive assistant, cannot use Final Draft, and was motivated by a crass desire to travel in the world of the wealthy. In fact, Raj had performed this level of invention—acting out his references, for example—only once before, for a similar assistant job he had ultimately not obtained. On that occasion, he had been overwhelmed by guilt, unsure of how he had so casually taken such a treacherous step. This time, however, Raj barely dwelled on his deceptions. It had become clear—and it was perhaps objectively true—that he would not have a chance at this job, at any entry to the Fair, without fraud.

But there is fraud that is troubling and there is fraud that is gentle and disarming, almost kindly. For example, Raj would still sometimes take the unfortunate tour buses that travel around Los Angeles and point out the homes of the stars (e.g., Chris Pratt) and/or locations associated with famous events in “glamorous Hollywood History.” Raj knew everything the tour guide had to share, but he liked the movement of the bus, the air on his face (he sat on the roof), and the thrill of everyone’s reaction to Chris Pratt’s home. Raj also liked, when the bus stopped for a bathroom break, to suggest to the other passengers that he was connected to many sources of power in the Industry and that he was taking the tour as idle amusement. But all of this was done in the most endearingly earnest way. Who could be threatened by a five-nine Indian man with a slight musical accent, coiled hair, and laughing, sometimes hungry, eyes? Who would be threatened by his diminutive and frankly gay presence? Raj was an amusing, easy character, which was the source of his greatest strength: his ability to slip undetected into worlds he might not otherwise be allowed entry. But this same strength was also his weakness: He was not taken seriously by anyone, his pretensions were nakedly obvious, and he would very likely be crushed underfoot like Miss Amelia Sedley for the rest of his life.

Raj arrived fifteen minutes early for the interview. It was held at the decrepit Coffee Bean on Sunset, a place where nobody very elevated would want to meet. The shop was filled with desperate-looking screenwriters typing in front of small, dirty windows. The location hinted to Raj that the home of the employers must be somewhere close by in the Hills, a neighborhood that was desirable and remote and aloof, like heaven.

Ellen, the house manager, was waiting when he got there. She was a white woman with tightly pulled-back hair who said almost nothing to him at first, drinking long sips of her coffee and observing his behavior instead. She was wearing expensive clothes. Raj, on greeting her, was fidgety and talked too much, trying to ask her as many questions about herself as possible. Her tone seemed to resist him.

“How long have you been working for the family?”

“Many years.”

“You must like your work, then.”

“Yes.”

She was piercing in her silence, legs and arms constantly crossed.

Raj affected a sober, diligent tone. “Are there any questions you want to ask me to help your process?”

“Let me turn that back on you. Is there anything you would like to say to me? After all, we may not meet again.”

Raj hesitated. He was struggling to understand her. He tried imitating her inscrutability.

“I don’t have anything to say beyond what my references shared about me,” he said. “I try to be quiet and invisible, to let my work show for itself.”

She nodded. He tried to look blank.

“I should warn you that this is a very competitive process.”

“I’m sure it is. It sounds like a wonderful opportunity.”

Ellen smiled. “Can I be frank?”

“Of course.”

“We are slightly wary of anyone looking for proximity to fame and money.”

“That is not an interest of mine.”

She studied him. Then she checked her watch—the next applicant was coming in after Raj. He guessed they were scheduled in fifteen-minute increments.

“This family is very prominent. You will recognize their names.”

Raj nodded, not taking the bait.

“They are also highly discreet.”

He nodded again.

“And,” she said, “they’ve been burned before. People who didn’t appreciate the scope of the job. There are two main qualities the couple doesn’t like: entitlement and laziness.”

“I understand,” he said.

“They are very creative,” she said. “Creative people. And what they need is very simple. Peace and quiet. You need peace and quiet to be creative.”

He agreed emphatically with the importance of peace for creativity.

The interview continued in this plodding, severe way for several more minutes. Ellen said a few other generic things about the responsibilities of the position, all less detailed than the job posting itself. She had not drafted the posting, she said—the couple had. They spent days on it. It spoke to their very firm attention to detail, to how much they valued hiring the right person. And how much they wanted to avoid what had happened in the past, what they had been forced to endure.

When Raj left, he looked over his shoulder and saw Ellen looking faintly drained, as if there had been something in his energy that had depleted her. He felt immediately anxious, worried he let his desperation leak out. A diminutive Indian could not afford the appearance of desperation. On a diminutive Indian, desperation produced fears of something low, greasy, and foreign.

Later that night, in his apartment in North Hollywood, he received an email.

FROM: entertainmentfamily78@gmail.com

TO: entertainmentassistant58@gmail.com

DATE: 10/8/21

SUBJECT: Re: re: re: Job Application

Hi Ray. It was nice meeting you. Unfortunately, it was not quite a fit. Best of luck in your job search.

He went over their interaction over and over in his head. What had he said? He thought he’d dissembled effectively. Were the early questions about her that damaging? What was it in his aura that people sometimes rejected out of hand? Why was it that despite his best efforts people could sometimes smell a grifter?

Importantly, Raj did not consider himself a grifter. He considered himself a victim. Vanity Fair, the book, was about a world of hypocrites with elaborate airs. A world like that produces ruthless strivers. The hypocrisy creates hypocrites, the social war creates mercenaries. All of Vanity Fair—the glittering premieres, the lunches at fashionable restaurants, the pitches, the auditions, the homes of Hollywood families, and the Hills themselves—was a seething cauldron that forged victims like Raj, who genuinely felt blameless in everything he did.

On the cover of his old edition of Vanity Fair was Exhibition Stare Case, a naughty etching by Thomas Rowlandson from the turn of the eighteenth century that illustrates a group of elegant ladies and gentlemen tumbling down a narrow staircase. The tumbling exposes the pale buttocks of the ladies, undergarments not being routine in those days. The etching shows all the propriety of society at the top of the staircase and, at the bottom, a naked, vicious tangle of humanity. When he wasn’t rereading the book, Raj stared for long stretches at this etching. He imagined himself somewhere on the staircase, never sure if he was closer to the top or the bottom. It gave him comfort or fear, depending on the day. Hollywood, Raj would sometimes tell himself, was composed of many pale and naked buttocks, both covered and uncovered.

The next day, Raj called Ellen in the voice of another reference. This time he was a woman with a slightly intimidating German accent.

“I got your number from one of my colleagues, who you called regarding Ray. I wanted to offer my own unsolicited opinion that you would be making a mistake not introducing Ray to your employers. He’s one of the most committed workers I’ve ever had. He will make himself so quiet you won’t even know he’s there.”

Ellen cleared her throat.

“Well, he struck me as slightly awkward,” she said. “And the position has already been filled.”

Raj thanked her graciously for her time and hung up.

 

Ellen’s precise, mocking voice burrowed into him over the next few days, invading his sleep and replaying in his mind during the long hours at Yogurtland where he worked infrequent shifts. He suffered flashes of her distracted eyes, her tight bun, and the cashmere sweater she had hung so carefully over the back of her chair in the decrepit Coffee Bean. If anyone had seen them together, it would’ve been clear from their poses—hers leaned back and his leaned forward—who possessed the power. Raj had essentially groveled before her, desperately shifting his personality in what he thought was the correct direction. But, in the end, he’d only given her the impression that he was awkward.

Raj did not get angry very often, at least not outwardly. But he felt a vague sensation of heat somewhere deep inside. He wished he were the kind of person who could lash out—who could’ve, in one brief moment during his encounter with Ellen, shown her the full measure of his strength. Confrontation and displays of strength were the kinds of things he imagined but never did, except on one memorable occasion in a lavish home in Calabasas in 2020, a dangerous memory he tried fervently to suppress.

But that was a long time ago. In a much less dangerous 2021, after his failed interview with Ellen, he wrote another entry for his blog, Actors for Actors, which he had maintained for years. In it, Raj dispensed advice to aspiring actors as if he were a successful one. He wrote a long draft, decided against posting it, then posted it anyways.

SHARKS

10/13/21

We all know that at the fringes of Hollywood are the hangers-­on, people who circle like sharks in the water for any opportunity. These sharks are always plotting and enacting elaborate stratagems to advance their careers. They ask you to introduce them to a casting director or associate producer or anyone else with a modicum of power while exaggerating their own accomplishments, as if they’re already successful. They boast of deep connections but ask you to help them make superficial ones. Do NOT let these characters distract you from the REAL work of being an actor. 

As longtime readers of this blog know, I keep my identity anonymous. But I’ve worked hard to build a successful career as a frequently booked actor. If you saw my face or heard my name, you would very likely know who I am. I don’t mention this very often because it sounds immodest, but I’m saying it now to make the point that the advice I give on this blog has been tested at the highest levels. And I have sadly spent a lot of time around sharks. 

The most important thing to know about sharks is they smell blood. They know the most important person in the room. They revel in proximity to fame and money. They behave in a desperate way, wriggling toward opportunity, thinking it’s the key to their survival. But sharks, as we all know, also never sleep. And the exhaustion of their search eventually consumes these very minor characters, who inevitably disappear and return home, unknown to anyone real in the Industry.

Watch out for the sharks! They are energy drains. They will corrupt your art. 

 

The next day, Raj went to work at Yogurtland, where a drunk woman tried to eat soft serve directly out of the dispenser. When he came back home, there were a handful of comments on his recent post, more engagement than typical for his blog.

Nothing wrong with being a shark. We all came here for fame and money, someone wrote.

Raj, genuinely infuriated, wrote back to the commenter, Speak for yourself! But the previous comment had been liked, he saw with horror, by six people.

Deep down he was alarmed by the possibility, raised by nobody but himself, that he was a Shark. He knew he was, in fact. It made him feel exhausted. He was going to die swimming, he realized, and there might be no trace of him in the water after he was gone.

Raj checked the job posting online to see if it had been taken down.

It had not.

He opened a new email account.

FROM: hollywoodassistant48@gmail.com

TO: entertainmentfamily78@gmail.com

DATE: 10/14/21

SUBJECT: Job Posting

To Whom It May Concern,

Is the job posted on 9/27/21 still open?

Carl

He received a near-immediate reply from Ellen stating that the job was still open, and that they were actively scheduling interviews in the next few days. He could be considered for one if he forwarded his CV.

He didn’t reply.

Raj couldn’t sleep that night, even after reading Vanity Fair. He could hear, in the living room, his roommates laughing loudly, high on cheap pot. They were in their early twenties, interns at small production companies. They were white, bro-y, and overbearingly loud, their voices and guffaws always filling the apartment.

Raj put in earplugs, trying to deny their existence. But he still couldn’t sleep. Outside his window, he could see only the wall of another building. He imagined, somewhere beyond the wall, the Hills rising ominous and unreachable in the night. And he felt the heat of a distant sensation.

 

A few weeks before the advertisement was posted, Raj had felt something empty loom inside him. On an impulse, he’d signed up for virtual therapy offered through the Screen Actors Guild, which he remained a junior member of due to prior work as an extra (“background worker”) in 2015. He had done therapy before in the heady and destructive days of 2020. When he quit, he thought he quit forever.

But on a Saturday afternoon in the fall of 2021, the therapist appeared on his computer screen inside a square Zoom box. She wore a deep blue infinity scarf and a generous expression on her worn face that seemed to say, You can tell me anything even if it’s sordid. There was a pride flag hanging on the wall behind her. She asked him a series of cursory questions then said:

“Do you mind turning your camera on, Raj?”

She asked the question gently.

“It’s not working,” he said.

“Are you sure?” she asked. Her voice was still unbearably gentle.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m trying to fix it. It’s not working.”

But he did nothing, his hands gathered in his lap. He was sitting on his bed, cross-legged, the computer balanced unevenly on the unmade bed.

“Okay,” she said, quietly.

He lied to each of the questions she asked next until she said:

“Raj, do you always tell the truth?”

He was quiet. His black screen—all she could see of him—flickered. He could be naked if he wanted to be naked, he thought. He could be sitting in Yogurtland. He could be anywhere for all she knew.

“I find it interesting that you haven’t turned the screen on,” the therapist said. She didn’t say why.

“I tell the truth,” he said, finally.

“None of us tell the truth all the time. Sometimes it’s not safe. Is there anything in your background or your past,” she asked, “that might make the truth feel less safe to you?”

“No.”

He was surprised to find that his eyes were now growing wet.

His therapist had no way of knowing. She only saw a black screen. He felt exultant that he had obscured himself so successfully. As every actor knows, you cannot fathom what a human is feeling without seeing their eyes. In Raj’s favorite movie, All About Eve, Bette Davis, whose character is being undermined by a manipulative upstart, wields her blazing eyes in nearly every scene. Without her blazing eyes, Bette Davis would be an unsympathetic harridan. With them, she is a sympathetic harridan.

“Raj?”

Eventually, once he was sure he could speak in a steady voice, he answered her. He relayed cursory information about his past and the contours of his bare life. He grew more robotic. But he didn’t lie to her for the rest of the call. He didn’t have the heart. She suggested he reach out to schedule a session for the following week. He never did. The emptiness grew, disappeared, returned. And then he saw an advertisement posted online for a prominent family seeking an assistant who could perform a wide variety of tasks.





CHAPTER 4

THE COMPELLING TRUTH ABOUT THE HERO’S PAST

The Buddha was born the son of a king somewhere in Nepal in the fifth or sixth century BCE. He was raised in luxury and surrounded by worldly pleasures. At age twenty-nine, after years of sheltered existence, Siddhartha (his name before Buddha) decided to venture outside the palace for the first time. He saw four sights that led him to enlightenment. The first was an old man who made Siddhartha realize that aging was inevitable. The second was a diseased man who made Siddhartha realize that all beings are subject to pain. The third was a dead body, which made Siddhartha realize that death is a fate that befalls everyone. And the fourth was an ascetic who had devoted himself to finding the cause of human suffering by renouncing worldly attachment.

After these striking sights, Siddhartha returned to the palace and watched a planned performance of dancing girls. He could not focus on the girls, however, and in the early morning, looking at the dancers sprawled asleep in the central hall, he decided to leave his palace again in search of an end to the suffering of beings. This was known as the Great Departure. He never returned. Siddhartha became, instead, Gautama Buddha.

Raj Ladlani, like Gautama Buddha, suffered his own sights that led not to enlightenment or asceticism or the renouncing of all worldly attachment, but to the tragic events of this novel.

Let’s return to the beginning.

Raj was raised by modest, loving, and wealthy parents in New Delhi. He was bullied relentlessly because he radiated weakness. His mother chose to pamper him because she knew his school life was unhappy. She took him to Cafe Nerula for daily helpings of chocolate fudge sundaes, which made him gain weight. But Raj found deep security in his mother’s love, which was cloying and ceaseless.

His mother’s name was, improbably, Pamela, which was short for Padmagriha Khurana. Pamela was raised in a small village outside Ludhiana. And Pamela was a housewife, though she told everyone she was an artist. At first she told them she was a dancer, though she had never pursued this career in any serious way. She just liked the way it sounded, and she liked, at late-night dinner parties, to perform for other couples, moving chastely to the latest Item Number or to old love ballads by the great Bollywood singers of the sixties. Later, she decided she was a painter. She did paint, as it turned out, beautiful and absorbing landscapes. They were abstract images made of vast patches of color. She could not get a gallery to hang them, though. But once, and only once, she was able to sell a few of the paintings to a private British collector who paid a reasonable sum then locked all eight paintings up in storage. He didn’t know if her paintings were very good or very bad, he told her. He didn’t feel any particular joy looking at them. But if they were good, he would eventually possess valuable property. If they weren’t, he would lose very little given his total fortune. He was preparing himself, in other words, for multiple possible futures. The collector, pitiless and wealthy, felt anything was theoretically possible.

Pamela’s husband, Manish, was fondly indulgent of his wife and son. He was consumed mainly by his business, which created obscure parts for an American truck company. He knew his son should theoretically inherit his business. He also knew his son was ill equipped for the job. Raj gave him, generally speaking, vague anxiety. Once Manish stumbled upon a fourteen-year-old Raj cooing loudly over one of their two German shepherds, and the vague anxiety became very specific. Manish knew his son was doomed when he heard the way Raj said “I looooooove you” to his dog in a soft voice—too soft, too kind, too feminine. Raj was aware of his father’s vague anxiety. He knew that he was gay, that this was a major future issue and that only total silence would save him.

In high school, utterly friendless and overweight, Raj impulsively chose to participate in a performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which was being put on by Indian teachers working at the British School. They arranged for the play to be interrupted by a Bollywood dance sequence between acts two and three, which was tonally jarring but very invigorating.

Performing for the first time in his life, as a very puckish Puck, Raj felt something soar through him. The diminutive gay was suddenly powerful onstage, where he could make his voice louder than anyone else’s.

He bellowed his final speech:

If we shadows have offended,

Think but this, and all is mended,

That you have but slumber’d here

While these visions did appear.

And this weak and idle theme,

No more yielding but a dream, 

Gentles, do not reprehend:

If you pardon, we will mend:

And, as I am an honest Puck,

If we have unearned luck

Now to ’scape the serpent’s tongue,

We will make amends ere long;

Else the Puck a liar call.

The audience was slightly confused by the content of the speech but overwhelmed by the power of Raj, whose eyes blazed with a hunger and an impishness that made people laugh and roar with applause. In that single performance, Raj transcended his social status. He was thereafter treated with grudging respect by even his most popular classmates, who couldn’t shake the sight of him performing on that stage even when he went back to being pathetic in the hallways of his high school. His mother, who had also been in the audience, entertained a very brief flicker of jealousy that was immediately subsumed by her overwhelming pride and love. And Raj’s father understood, more than ever, that he did not understand his son.

The success of his performance thrilled Raj and gave him increasingly insane and irrational dreams of a different life. He immediately resolved to leave India. He had been raised on a diet of Western entertainment, from Shakespeare to The O.C., then the most popular show among rich youth in New Delhi. He dreamt of going to Hollywood, which was as foreign to him as the outside of the palace was to the coddled Gautama Buddha, then known as Siddhartha.

Raj had the good fortune of being an American citizen because his parents had flown to Washington, D.C., for his birth then flown back to India with their baby. So, Raj was accepted as a foreign American to the University of Southern California, which he mistakenly believed was located in the actual OC. In 2008, he matriculated and arrived on the ­campus—which was very much not located in the OC—wearing a hat and shirt bearing the logo of the American truck company that employed his father. His acting ambitions should’ve been immediately crushed by the reality of what he found there: a theater program primarily interested in cultivating the talents of white students.

But Raj persisted because of his deep capacity for delusion, which was growing and growing. He began studying theater in earnest. He discovered the other students were, like him, freaks to varying degrees. They were also, unlike him, supremely unembarrassed by what was obviously embarrassing in themselves. He gradually began to imitate their loose, uninhibited style, which he first found appallingly reckless then later deeply seductive. Once he saw two women from his program holding hands in the central quad. Astonished, he followed them around for hours. Young people daring to be themselves, or experimenting with one thing and then another, gave him a terrifying thrill.

After his first semester, Raj returned home for winter break and told his parents with no attempt at strategy that he was a homosexual. Pamela and Manish turned pale, then locked themselves in a room for hours to deliberate. They found on Google that Raj was almost certainly condemned to a life of solitude and/or AIDS. They recommended a local underground conversion service and told Raj that he could not, under any circumstances, return to Los Angeles, which was the likely source of this new affliction. Raj’s father went so far as to begin the process of canceling the next semester’s tuition. In that moment, Raj felt trapped. He would remember that feeling for the rest of his life. He would have to remain in New Delhi and pretend to be someone else for eternity, like a twisted, endless performance. Eventually nobody would ever know the real Raj.

At the last minute, he convinced his parents to let him see a psychoanalyst in New Delhi. Normally opposed to psychoanalysis, his parents agreed immediately. Their son was obviously damaged and in need of an extreme intervention. The therapist, a kindly and progressive young woman with a fashionable bob, said, “There’s nothing wrong with you.” She said it firmly. She repeated it twice more as he felt himself crumble and disappear under the force of her kindness. Afterward, she spoke to his parents. He never found out exactly what she said. But over several sessions, she convinced them to attempt understanding and acceptance for at least a little while. She had, in a few bewildering days, saved his life.

He was allowed to return to USC. And when he returned, he had absorbed two important lessons. The first was that he must never stop moving forward, and the second was that the truth was sometimes deadly. Even as his parents gradually grew accustomed to the brutal facts—they had a homosexual son who probably could not take over his father’s truck parts business in India—Raj’s conviction that the truth was something to be expertly managed only grew.

He also realized that he had no choice but to be an unembarrassed Shark. In 2009, his sophomore year at USC, Raj decided to get an agent. He felt his life depended on it. He went to the Samuel French bookshop, found a directory with the mailing addresses of all film and TV agents, and sent his headshot in a transparent envelope, which was recommended by a knowledgeable former classmate who said, “They’ll never open it otherwise.”

Raj didn’t know if his slightly ungainly, very Mughal features would be so compelling through a transparent envelope, but he paid a hundred dollars for a professional headshot and mailed it to every agent on the Samuel French list.

He received three phone calls in the next month.

The first agent, a balding, overweight man with tiny eyes, summoned Raj to his office, regarded him soberly, and, without asking him to perform anything, said, “I am recommending you give up this career.” He had called him there, he said, because he had felt a deep stab of anxiety on looking at Raj’s headshot through the transparent envelope, knowing the money he must’ve spent on it. “There just isn’t work in this industry for someone who looks like you. I wish that wasn’t true.”

The second call came from a husband-and-wife pair, who invited Raj to perform a monologue in their office in Sherman Oaks. Raj re-created his famous Puck speech in his thick Delhi accent. The performance was spectacular. The husband and wife were very moved.

“We want to sign you,” they said. “Right now. We literally can’t wait.”

Raj was thrilled. They asked him to sign several forms to formalize their new relationship. The husband asked for his bank account information.

“You’re going to be booking a lot of jobs,” the husband said. “You’ll be working nonstop. All that form says is that if for some reason you don’t book a job, you still send us sixty dollars every month. It’s a routine agent agreement.”

Raj was confused. The husband and wife stared at him expectantly. Their office was tiny, the walls crammed with the blown-up portraits of yesteryear stars like Greta Garbo, her face shining as she looked directly into the light. Raj realized he hadn’t asked the couple about any of their other clients.

“I don’t have my bank account information on hand,” he lied, because he had it in his wallet. “I’ll have to go home and get it.”

They let him go very reluctantly, becoming frantic and desperate as he departed. By the time he got home, his answering machine contained a message from the husband and wife asking him to call back with his bank account information as soon as possible and saying that it was very nice meeting him.

His theater school friends pestered him for updates. He lied and said the encounter was promising but he was still “taking meetings.” Meanwhile, he ignored the answering machine messages that had started to pour in from the couple, increasingly unkind and angry and culminating in:

“You will never fucking book anything.”

The third agent had an office above Quiznos, which impressed Raj because Quiznos seemed like a very elevated version of Subway. The agent listened to Raj’s monologue attentively. “You’ll have to lose the accent,” he said. Raj immediately promised to, though he had no idea how.

The agent then considered Raj’s face for a few moments before looking out the window into Sherman Oaks, where his office was also located.
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